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IDENTIFICATION OF POTENTIAL REINTRODUCTION SITES FOR WHOOPING CRANES 
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Action 2.3.3.2.2.1 of the national recovery plan for the 
whooping crane (Orus americana) calls for the establishment 
of an independent flock of whooping cranes in Canada, 
separate from the Wood Buffalo-Aransas flock, that attains 
a minimum of 25 breeding pairs by 2020 A. D. Potential 
reintroduction sites include the Prairie Provinces and possibly 
parts of western Ontario (Edwards et al. 1994). The first step 
in completing this action is to identify potential reintroduction 
sites in the 3 Prairie Provinces. We initially screened areas 
suggested to us by government and Ducks Unlimited biolo-
gists. The most important screening criteria were location 
outside the main Wood Buffalo-Aransas migratory pathway; 
habitat quality, quantity, and security; and significant 
mortality and disturbance factors. The screening eliminated 
many basins as reintroduction sites because of small size or 
other restrictions. Elimination did not necessarily mean that 
these sites would be unsuitable breeding habitat for whooping 
cranes but simply that we did not consider them to be ideal 
sites for a reintroduction. 
Screening of. 33 sites yielded 3 complexes that were 
further evaluated in the field. These were the Saskatchewan 
River Delta; The Overilowing River Region including Leaf 
Lake and Plummer's Marsh; and the Yorkton Region 
including the Yorkton South marshes, Rokeby Marsh, and 
Horseshoe Lake Heritage Marsh (Fig. 1). Detailed field 
evaluations were conducted at Bloodsucker Marsh in the 
Saskatchewan River Delta, Plummer's Marsh, and Rokeby 
Marsh. On each of these basins we examined: 
1. Water: quantity for territorial breeding space, quality, 
permanency. and management. 
2. Vegetation: genera] type and distribution for nesting. 
foraging, and roosting habitat. 
3. Food: abundance and diversity of aquatic macro-
invertebrates and, secondarily, minnows, amphibians, 
and some vegetative sources. 
4. Site security: land ownership and use, disturbance 
factors, and mortality factors. 
5. Sandhill crane (G. canadensis) presence. 
6. Whooping crane records: historic and current. 
Most results were restricted to the primary study basins in 
each complex and did not necessarily reflect conditions 
present on other marshes within each complex. The detailed 
results were reported in Lyon et al. (l995a,b). Each of 
Fig. 1. Canada's Prairie Provinces showing the historic breeding 
range of the whooping crane as mapped by Allen (1952), the 
principal migration corridor from Wood Buffalo National Park 
(Johns 19921, and locations of the 3 areas evaluated for possible 
reintroduction: (A) Saskatchewan River Delta, (B) Overflowing 
River Region, (Cl Yorkton Region. 
the areas we studied had advantages and disadvantages as a 
potential release site. 
Plummer's Marsh is a secure wilderness site. Inverte-
brate popUlations were high on the small portion of the lake 
we sampled, and there were shallow open water areas and an 
extensive wet meadow zone where cranes should be able to 
forage. Islands and extensive clumps of bulrush (Scirpus 
spp.) should offer good nest habitat. Disturbance would be 
minimal and only predation by gray wolves (Canis lupus), 
lynx (Lynx canadensis), and black bear (Ursus american us) 
was identified as a possible important mortality factor. 
However, access for working on and around the marsh is 
very difficult. The bottom is very mucky, making walking 
almost impossible. Access around the lake would be only by 
airboat or helicopter. Sandhill cranes nest on the bogs 
between Leaf Lake and Plummer's Marsh. We tracked 2 
birds by satellite in 1994. One wintered close to Aransas, the 
other near the U.S.-Mexico border along the Gulf Coast. 
The Saskatchewan River Delta offers a huge expanse of 
productive wetlands. Our sampling at Bloodsucker Marsh 
showed the highest invertebrate popUlations of the 3 study 
areas. Because of a series of channels and airboat ramps, 
accessibility is greater than at Plummer's Marsh, but access 
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remains limited to airboat or helicopter. Disturbance factors 
are minimal, and again predation was the only important 
mortality factor identified. The amount of foraging and 
roosting habitat in shallow open water was a concern because 
of a tendency for dense emergents, especially common reed 
(Phragmites australis), to form dense stands extending from 
shore into about 80 em of water. However, sedge (Carex 
spp.) meadows, bogs, and some shallow zones are present, 
and, given the vast expanses of marshes, 37,000 ha in the 
Cumberland South complex alone, there is undoubtedly a 
significant amount of foraging habitat. Sandhill cranes were 
rare in the Cumberland marshes, although they can be found 
in adjacent bog areas. There are no confirmed records of 
breeding whooping cranes from the Cumberland Delta. 
The Yorkton Region has good access to all basins and 
would be the easiest area in which to conduct a release. 
However, it is the smallest wetland area and has the greatest 
number of mortality and disturbance factors. These include 
3 electrical transmission lines, as well as highways and 
occupied farmsteads near the marshes. Most uplands are 
privately owned, and many are used for agricultural pur-
poses. The Yorkton South marshes are typically surrounded 
by grassland used for hay or pasture and by cultivated fields. 
Horseshoe Lake Heritage Marsh includes 2,300 km2 con-
trolled by Ducks Unlimited. Approximately 4,100 ha of 
marsh in the remainder of the Yorkton complex are also 
controlled by Ducks Unlimited through wetland easements. ' 
Ducks Unlimited also controls through ownership, leases, 
and management agreements 2200 ha of upland in this 
complex, but the majority of the uplands are controlled by 
local farmers. Rokeby Marsh had the lowest numbers of 
invertebrates of the 3 areas studied, possibly an effect of the 
heavy and extensive cattail (Typha spp.) stands in this marsh. 
Additional study would be necessary to assess invertebrate 
populations in the other marshes of the complex. The 
Yorkton region is a parkland site and thus subject to periodic 
drought impacts. Although the entire complexes have never 
become totally dry, individual marsh units have. The park-
land is within the core of the breeding range described by 
Allen (1952), and several historic breeding records are 
identified in the area including a record from the Horseshoe 
Lake Heritage Marsh. The Yorkton area was visited by 
whooping cranes in 1994 and 1995. Thus some contact 
between a population _ at this site and the Wood Buffalo-
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Aransas population is inevitable. A small sandhill crane 
population survived the settlement period at Rokeby Marsh 
and gradually expanded through parts of the Yorkton South 
complex. This population currently consists of about 20 pairs. 
The type of release now being considered, with captive-
reared cranes and ultralight aircraft (Clegg et a1. 1997, 
Lishman et al. 1997), requires accessibility to facilitate 
manipulation, tracking, and retrieval of the reintroduced 
cranes. These actions will be most feasible at the Yorkton 
sites. All of the parkland sites contain people and associated 
hazards. Disturbance factors such as those found near 
Yorkton will be present at any reintroduction site within the 
traditional parkland breeding areas. The Recovery Team must 
decide whether these risks and risks associated with contact 
with the existing whooping crane flock are acceptable. 
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